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X-Men Red 


So much of the conversation 
about the Krakoa-era of X- 
Men has been about the 
reinvention, how concepts 
long thought intrinsic to the 
franchise have been taken to 
their natural conclusion over 
the last few years. X-Men Red 
makes a case for the line as 
instead a recontextualization, 
built on decades of the same 
character work that made the 
franchise sing. 


X-Men Red takes the “hated 
and feared” shard of the 
mutant mantra, framing its 
morally compromised 
characters in a desperate 
struggle to present the illusion 
of peace in the blood-soaked 
sands of Arakko-occupied 
Mars. 


The book comes back 
repeatedly to how these 
characters struggle and fail to 
escape the long shadow of 
their greatest sins, how 
attempting to show a path to 
peace only makes them long 
for the simple days of desire 
and conflict. It’s a comic that 
twists the knife by evoking 
Magneto’s abandonment of 
the New Mutants, revels in 
Vulcan’s desperation to retake 
a crown he stole, and 
positions Abigail Brand as the 
intergalactic fascist she’s 
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Best Issue: #4 


always been, evil only by 
degrees worse than the 
heroes. It’s as heady as 
Hickman’s presentation of 
Krakoa as a deliberately 
distancing council of zealots 
but lives on its evocations of 
deep pain and hurt that 
defines these characters. 


Perhaps this 
is all we truly 
leave behind us. 
A handful of 
memories... 


held 
tight against 
the setting 
sun. 


Wiel 
ey Then 
\ what is the } 
} balance? 


Who 
defends 
the broken 


And it 
hurts them-- 
I see it hurt 

them. 


I'm a hole 
in the world. A 
tombstone for 
someone they 
wish was 
here. 


That. 
isn’t fair. 


The Closet 


My wife and | celebrated our 
first wedding anniversary in 
October. A recurring topic of 
conversation between the two 
of us is pieces of media that 
we've developed differing 
interpretations on since we’ve 
been married. Since getting 
married, stories about a 
certain kind of knowingly self- 
destructive selfishness make 
me queasy. There’s 
something deeply nauseating 
about this kind of pleasureless 
cruelty, people hurting each 
other for so little at such a 
high cost that haunts me. 


The Closet finds all of its 
horror in that discomfort of 
watching friends fight, that 
clarifying awkwardness of 
watching private spite bubble 
to the public surface. It’s a 
comic that feels stiflingly 
cruel, framing bits of self- 
destruction, infidelity, and 
selfishness alongside only 
slightly stylized abuse of a 
wholly innocent child. It’s a 
gore-free comic that’s almost 
gut-churning even when the 
specter at the book’s heart 
isn’t on page. 

YT Movinla-SPECIFIC, OR 

B ARE YOU JUST THIS 

Bm MUCH OF A FUCKING 


DISASTER IN 
GENERAL? 


I AM THIS 
MUCH OF A 
DISASTER IN 
GENERAL, 
HAHAHAHA. 
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The most stylistic choice in 
the book is how often it 
evokes sound in a medium 
that often struggles with how 
to communicate noise. Here, 
Tynion and Fullerton 
repeatedly remove speech 
bubbles and sound effects in 
scenes where Thom and 
Maggie fight and scenes 
where Jaime is haunted by 
the thing that lingers in the 
closet. All that’s left is an 
eerie, awful stillness, 
removing the child’s screams, 
leaving him to suffer unheard. 
It's a particularly nauseating 
way to highlight Thom’s 
ignorance of the pain his 
inaction and carelessness 
causes but it’s undeniably 
effective. 


lron Man 


| have never been able to 
square modern Tony Stark, 
the Civil War-era murderer of 
his fellow Avengers, as a 
heroic character. Some of that 
is coming to Silver Age 
Avengers comics as an adult, 
but the guilt-wracked War on 
Terror bureaucrat of the mid- 
2000s cast a long shadow 
over the character that | just 
can’t shake. 


Christopher Cantwell’s run on 
the character, seemed, at 
times, painfully aware of the 
sins of Tony Stark, and 
depicted the character as 
someone who hates himself 
more than his critics ever 
could. It’s a dour, at times 
relentlessly downbeat take on 
a character often modeled 
after Robert Downey Jr.’s 
cinematic portrayal. 


The second year of Cantwell’s’ 


Iron Man run went wider than | 


the first, taking Tony to space 
to finish the fight against 


Korvac, to wrap up a lingering || 


plot thread from the writer’s 
Dr. Doom run and finally to 
bottom out as a god and 
addict over the course of a 
few issues. There’s a reading 
of these dozen or so issues 
that casts them as overly 
manic, never lingering ona 
fertile idea quite long enough. 


Writer: Christopher 
Cantwell 
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| just don’t buy it though. It’s 
an Iron Man run without a 
shade of distancing irony or 
smug charm, one that lingers 
on consequences, anger, and 
ugly disappointments. It’s not 
so much a book that allows 
readers to let Tony off the 
hook, but one that asks how 
he could give himself room to 
breathe. 


New Mutants 


Only a handful of issues of 
New Mutants were published 
in 2022 but the end of Vita 
Ayala’s run on the title was 
enough to make it one of my 
favorites of the year. The last 
few issues used the tools of 
the Krakoa era, the ability to 
resurrect any character and 
put a new perspective on their 
deaths, failures, and defining 
traumas, to revisit the 
mirrored relationship of 
Madelyne Pryor and Illyana 
Rasputin. 


It's been interesting seeing 
Pryor’s rehabilitation over the 
years, a perspective on the 
character that seems 
informed both by a more 
sympathetic read by younger 
fans as well as creators keen 
to put the character in 
situations that aren’t just 
rehashes of Inferno. 


Here, she feels purposeless, 
desperate to be givena 
chance to define herself 
outside of the crime she still 
doesn’t wholly regret. Ayala’s 
script lets Pryor still revel in 
her anger, still be the woman 
who would let the world burn 
to make a selfish man feel a 
fraction of her pain but it 
doesn't let that ugliness define 
her. 


Pairing Pryor with Illyana, a 
character whose fundamental 
sin is so close to Maddie’s 
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isn’t a creative revelation (I 
realize I’m one of the only 
people still thinking about X- 
Infernus), but it’s a 
sympathetic one, pairing a 
character desperate to believe 
she’s more than her sins with 
one who isn’t sure if she even 
wants forgiveness. 


| don’t know that there has 
ever been a comic that | come 
back to as often as Inferno, an 
operatic tragedy of continuity 
correction and karmic 
consequences. In so many 
ways, it’s the fundamental X- 
Men story, as important to 
understanding the way the 
series transforms into a 
continuity knot by 1994 as the 
Dark Phoenix was in creating 
a fundamentally new team in 
1980. This is the rare comic 
that dares to treat the story as 
not just a Wikipedia entry, one 
that signals character 
transformation and tragedy, 
but one that remembers a 
story of women who dared to 
change their circumstance, 
offering a world where they 
still can. 


imbo. 


wer d 
by the evil oF Li 


{n the end, the 
choice Was to become 
his apprentice anda 
pawn in his game of 
domination, or lose 

herself completely. 


but deep inside he: 
covered over by fear, beat 
something even stron 


You're 
not taking 
anything--I’m 
diving this 
to you. 
Besides, it 


is yours too 
anyway. 


Fuck This 


From an intellectual 
perspective, Fuck This Place 
could be seen as unfocused, 
layering on as many tropes as 
one Bad Place in a Dark 
Forest can possibly handle, 
but that flexibility lets the book 
vacillate between humor and 
horror, heartfelt character 
beats and harrowing 
flashbacks within just a few 
panels. 


Kyle Starks has always been 
a writer most at home on the 
fringes of a genre exercise 
and you can still see a nasty 
sense of humor poking 
through but the book’s most 
affecting moments are 
unexpectedly well realized 
character beats. 
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Gabby and Trudy are 
presented as a familiar queer 
couple archetype, one 
hardned and defensive with 
the other sweet and almost 
comically naive, but the book 
wrings drama out of the things 
unspoken between the two, 
the secrets that show a pair 
who know each other much 
less than they’d prefer to say 
as their backs hit the wall. 


Ai Pave | J’ 


t 


WELCOME 
© THE 
MIDDLE OF 
NOWHERE! 


DON'T 
WORRY, DEAR. 
IN TAROT, THE 

DEATH CARD ISN'T 
A BAD THING. IT 
CAN REPRESENT 


CHANGE OR A NEW fees 
BEGINNING. ; 


Batman: The Knight 


| have a deep, intrinsic dislike Writer: Chip Zdarsky 
of the pre-super-heroic 
superhero origin story. Aside 
from Frak Miller and David 
Mazzuchelli's Batman: Year 


One, nearly every story treats 
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the heroic endpoint as a 
foregone conclusion, one that 
needs to be seeded and 
foreshadowed to an audience 
who only pick up the story 
already knowing the shape of 
things to come. It feels like an 
exercise in the foregone 
conclusion, often told artlessly 
for an audience demanding to 
be reassured of what they 
already know. 


| don’t think a book 
crystallized this in my head 
more than Batman: The 
Knight, which presents a 
Bruce Wayne wholly unsure of 
the method of his mission. 
Chip Zdarsky and Carmine Di 
Giandominico’s Bruce Wayne 
is a nervy live wire, all barely 
contained rage and 
purposeless spite. 


He’s desperate to gather the 
tools of violence, spy skills 
and detective talents, black 
magic and archery, but even 
up to the last issue, he seems 
barely conscious of how to 
use these talents when he 


inevitably makes his way back | 


to Gotham City. This is still a 
book where Henri Ducard 
shows off and offers cryptic 
training but it illuminates 
Bruce without adding shade 
and baggage to Batman. 


Best Issue: #9-10 


The Knight crystallizes its 
purpose in its final issue, 
where Ra’s al Ghul offers 
Bruce an opportunity to serve 
at his side, to remake the 
world in an apocalyptic missile 
attack. Bruce knows only that 
he has to stop this, but he’s 
open about how little of a plan 
he has. Ra’s clear goal, to 
purify a world that’s slowly 
falling into the void, that’s 
likely well past the brink, is 
compellingly articulated. 


That clarity of purpose would 
have appealed to the angry 
Bruce of the first issue, even if 
he would balk at the violence, § 
but by the end he knows only § 
that he has to stop it, reduce 
the Demon’s plans to ash. It’s 
a heroic moment, one a 
reader can envision Batman 
having a part in, but it’s a 
triumphant one instead only 
for Bruce, one that readies ; 
him to remake himself on the » 
book’s final page. 


Zdarsky has, as of yet, has 
had few opportunities to write 
a true final page but with The 
Knight, he shows what he can & 
do, creating something in 
conversation with continuity 
and character past, all at 
once. 


WORLP?’S 
SMARTES' 
Bm TORTURER. 


The Thing: The 


It's been nearly a decade 
since The Thing’s near mythic 
characterization has felt 
pivotal to his modern 
appearances. Since Jonathan 
Hickman’s run ended, and 
even before that, likely at 
Fantastic Four #605, The 
Thing has felt like a character 
in search of importance. It’s 
been nice and little else to see 
him and Alicia tie the knot and 
adopt children but he’s lacked 
both the wounded everyman 
qualities or the fable-like mix 
of monstrousness and 
vulnerability. 


The Thing: The Next Big 
Thing by Walter Mosley and 
Tom Reilly is built on the 
structure of the character’s 
most thematically rich stories, 
none moreso than Marvel 
Two-In-One Annual #7. Even 
before The Champion 
appears on panel, Ben Grimm 
laments that both his greatest 
strength and his biggest 
weakness is, “I never give 
up.” It’s a take on the 
character that knows why he’s 
appealing, why he'll always be 
Aunt Petunia’s Favorite 
Nephew, but also one that 
knows he'll be an imperfect 
romantic partner, a 
demanding friend, and an 
uncompromising enemy. 


Writer: Tom Mosley 
Artists: Tom Reilly 
Publisher: Marvel Comics 


Best Issue: #1-6 


The portrayal of The Thing 
here is deeply grounded in the 
characters’ ‘80s and ‘90s era, 
long after he was usurped as 
one of Marvel’s most popular 
characters but with his time as 
an icon of the people still well 
in sight. Ben has a reputation. 
He’s a known hero, someone 
with admirers. He carries 
himself like someone who has 
saved the world and knows 
what that means to others. 
When a supposed 
intergalactic dating service 
connects him with a stunning 
dancer, it’s believable that 
both of them can get what 
they desire from the 
relationship. For at least a 
while, we feel like this is a 
relationship that could work. 


Next Big Thing 


--- THIS IS ALICI, 
MASTERS. 


I GUESS 
T/LL SEE YOU 
TOMORROW. 


The Thing is deeply 
concerned with that moment 
when a relationship changes, 
when both partners are forced 
to acknowledge the others’ 
flaws and decide how and if to 
proceed. The Thing and 
Alicia’s relationship here is 
well past that point, where 
Ben knows he struggles to 
fully support the woman he 
loves but demands she look 
past his controlling actions. By 
contrast, Amaryllis demands 
so little. Even before the long 
foreshadowed reveal of her 
true motives, she wholly 
accepts Ben for who he is. 
She doesn’t want him to 
change, wants him to be hard, 
to hurt people, to bleed. 
There’s something ugly there 
but exciting to see Ben have a 
chance to just embrace being 
himself. 


Mosley’s script isn’t interested 
in letting Ben off the hook 
though. This is a story that 
engages so much with who 
The Thing is as a mythic 
character, a foundational 
character to Marvel’s 
publishing history and Stan 
Lee and Jack Kirby’s 
conception of heroism. The 
Thing is a character that 
suffers, one with a 
foundational trauma that 
galvanizes him but doesn’t 
have to define him. The 
Thing’s disfigurement marks 
him, but more than anything, it 
changed the way he sees 
himself. 


A WHAT ° 
IS YOUR Wi ‘ 
CHARACTERISE ; 


7 INevey : 
Give UP that V 
AND IHAVE A 


ALREADY. I |g 
‘ON'T WANNA 
HURT YOU. 


YOU DON'T WANT 
A GUY LIKE ME 
FOR THIS. T 
MEAN, LOOK 
AT MY SKIN. 


| 
\ 
YOU 
CANNOT 
ESCAPE ME. / JR 
iF 


[x7 ; 


Ben sees himself as a victim, 
and he rages against it. It's an 
anger against Reed, one that 
quietly boils when Richards 
bails him out of jail. It's a rage 
that wants to control Alicia, to 
keep her painfully close to 
him. It’s the rage that has him 
lashing out first, before any 
other answer presents itself. 


That mythic anger, a rage that 
strengthens and weakens Ben 
in equal measure, is why so 
much of the back half of the 
book is defined by Marvel’s 
cosmic characters. The Silver 
Surfer, the Champion, the 
Celestials and the Eternals all 
appear as Death makes her 
play for Ben. 


I AIN'T NO HULK 
SURFER. I’M 3 


SO, HONEy, DEATH HAD A GLAMOUR 
WILL you TAKE UP: 
ME BACKS ON ME, AND you 


BRAVED HELL TO 
SAVE MY SOUL. 


By the final issue, one where 
Ben descends into Hell with 
Doom and a Watcher as his 
guide to rescue his love, we’re 
firmly in foundational Marvel 
mythmaking. It’s hardly a 
surprise when the young 
woman who guides Alicia to 
confront Death reveals herself 
to be Jochebed. 


It wasn’t a surprise to see 
Mosley’s comics debut to be 
something that felt indebted to 
a complex history, to 
characters struggling against 
their worst impulses in search 


of their best selves. What was 
a surprise was a book that felt 
so at home in the Thing’s 
voice, that lovable self- 
loathing drive to be someone 
who deserves a better life, for 
someone else if not for 
oneself. The Next Big Thing 
reminded me what drew me to 
the Fantastic Four when | 
started reading comics and 
placed Ben in a context that 
was, at times, painfully 
recognizable in the way | see 
myself. 


